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Abstract In	this	paper	I	share	an	account	of	what	happens	when	a	teacher	values	children’s	experiences	of	popular	culture	in	a	classroom	activity.	Drawing	on	a	socio-cultural	approach	to	learning,	I	suggest	that	children	are	not	simply	enthused	when	their	lived	cultures	are	valued	in	the	classroom,	but	more	fundamentally	that	they	are	motivated	because	they	can	participate	in	(and	are	not	excluded	from)	the	learning	that	is	constructed.	Drawing	on	data	from	a	recent	media	literacy	research	project,	I	aim	to	demonstrate	the	necessity	of	including	popular	culture	experiences	in	literacy	teaching	in	order	to	ensure	that	children	are	able	to	articulate	and	develop	key	conceptual	understandings.	Furthermore,	I	suggest	that	interrogatory	pedagogic	strategies,	(Wells,	2007),	including	practical	productions,	are	key	to	ensuring	that	children	are	able	to	make	explicit,	and	then	organise	and	develop	their	conceptual	understandings. 	 
Using	children’s	culture Marsh	and	Millard’s	(2000)	influential	work,	‘Literacy	and	Popular	Culture’	is	underpinned	by	the	argument	that	the	‘cultural	capital’	(Bourdieu,	1977)	of	all	children	should	be	recognised,	to	ensure	that	their	learning	experiences	are	made	meaningful.	By	valuing	their	popular	culture,	teachers	can	ensure	that	children	do	not	have	to	reject	their	home	identities	in	the	classroom.	In	doing	so,	connections	can	be	made	with	the	interests	of	children	so	that	their	literacy	learning	will	be	more	motivated.	Marsh	and	Millard	further	suggest	that	popular	culture	can	be	used	to	connect	children	to	more	high	status	texts	and	enable	them	to	develop	critical	literacy	skills. 
	 In	her	subsequent	study	of	a	blogging	project,	Marsh	(2009)	also	demonstrates	that	the	inclusion	of	children’s	home	digital	literacy	practices	can	be	central	to	the	development	of	a	productive	pedagogy	underpinned	by	a	concern	for	social	justice	and	equality	of	opportunity	in	education.	The	productive	pedagogies	model	was	used	as	a	critical	framework	in	The	Queensland	School	reform	longitudinal	Study	in	which	over	1000	primary	and	secondary	lessons	were	observed	and	analysed	(Lingard,	2005).	The	four	dimensions	of	productive	pedagogies	were	subsequently	described	as:	intellectual	quality;	connectedness;	supportive	classroom	environments;	and	engagement	with	difference.	The	study	concludes	that	where	these	four	dimensions	are	apparent,	learner	agency	is	advocated.	In	her	study	of	blogging,	Marsh	(2009)	focuses	on	the	aspect	of	connectedness,	and	relevance	to	children’s	lives.	Marsh	suggests	that	classroom	activities	should	‘recognise	children’s	digital	habitus	(Bourdieu,	1980	/1990)	and	enable	them	to	draw	on	the	knowledge	and	practices	they	develop	in	their	engagement	with	new	technologies	in	the	home’	(Marsh,	2009	p.216).			The	need	to	connect	home	and	school	experiences	in	learning	is	well	researched		(although	not	embedded	in	curriculum),	particularly	in	the	area	of	early	years’	research	(Marsh,	2004),	and	also	in	relation	to	language	(Heath,	



















 Activities	were	devised	to	enable	the	research	team	to	understand	what	children	could	articulate	about	narrative	and	uses	of	media	language	and	how	we	could	further	progress	their	learning.	We	aimed	to	value	what	children	already	knew	about	‘scary’	stories	by	inviting	them	to	bring	in	DVDs,	books,	films	and	games	which	were	personal	favourites,	and	to	list	the	elements	of	a	scary	story	that	they	were	familiar	with.	The	children	were	then	encouraged	to	analyse		a	wide	range	of	scary	stories	in	many	different	forms,	paying	attention	to	specific	modes.	Addressing	the	broad	question:	‘how	do	these	texts	suggest	fear?’	Caitlin,	the	year	four	teacher,	shared	a	wide	range	of	resources	such	as	the	music	from	the	film	‘Psycho’,	the	‘You	Tube’	mash-up	‘Scary	Mary’	based	on	Mary	Poppins,	and	a	short	film	about	a	daughter’s	fears	about	her	mother’s	worsening	Alzheimer’s.	Detailed	study	was	undertaken	of	a	television	clip	of	‘Batman’,	‘Watership	Down’,	‘Coraline’,	‘A	Nightmare	Before	Christmas’	a	short	film,	‘Lucky	Dip’1	and	a	written	story.	Caitlin	also	encouraged	the	children	to	analyse	texts	in	stages;	they	looked	at	the	whole	text,	then	looked	at	the	different	modes	within	the	text	(sound,	music,	dialogue,	and	image)	and	considered	the	effect	of	their	particular	composition	and	combination.	The	children	were	also	invited	to	participate	in	tasks	using	different	modes	of	expression,	again	paying	particular	attention	to	one	aspect	or	one	mode	(sound,	music,	visual)	in	order	to	begin	to	make	more	detailed	and	specific	observations. 	 Following	an	exercise	to	encourage	the	children	to	consider	the	meaning	in	relation	to	shot	composition,	the	children	were	asked	to	produce	storyboards	of																																																									1	From	the	BFI	resource	‘Starting	Stories:	short	films	for	five	to	eleven	year	olds.’	
a	selection	of	film	clips.		For	example	in	their	analysis	of	‘A	Nightmare	Before	Christmas’,	a	clip	was	shown	and	freeze-framed	and	discussed.	The	children	then	created	storyboards	of	the	sequence	and	were	asked	to	pay	attention	to	what	was	in	the	frame	and	what	sort	of	shot	was	being	used	and	why.	Finally,	the	children	undertook	productions	of	their	own	scary	stories	in	image	form	using	photos	on	Microsoft	Power	Point	and	two	further	group	film	productions	which	included	scripting,	filming,	editing	and	sound	editing	were	made. 	 I	have	chosen	to	present	five	selected	instances	which	demonstrate	the	impact	of	specific	pedagogic	strategies	on	children’s	conceptual	understanding	of	film	language.		These	instances	highlight	the	critical	importance	of	framing	of	an	activity,	attention	to	multimodality,	the	role	of	peer	discussion,	the	choice	of	text,	and	practical	production.	I	propose	that	these	approaches	were	aspects	of	a	productive	pedagogy	which	enabled	the	children	to	connect	with,	interrogate	and	develop	their	existing	conceptual	understandings	of	story	and	to	begin	to	make	these	understandings	explicit. 	 
1.	Framing	the	activity 	Rather	than	ask	the	children	to	share	what	they	knew	about	the	structure	of	stories	in	general,	the	children	were	asked	to	focus	specifically	on	scary	stories,	drawing	on	their	experiences	in	any	form.		To	frame	this	activity,	children	were	asked	to	list	the	scary	elements	of	films	and	then	put	them	in	categories,	thus	offering	some	organising	principles	(characters,	sound,	music,	settings,	storylines,	props,	camera	use).	Children	were	asked	to	work	collectively	in	small	groups	and	move	beyond	one	specific	text	example	to	begin	to	map	their	broader	experiences.	All	of	the	groups	were	able	to	describe	visible	narrative	elements	such	as	characters,	drawing	extensively	on	contemporary	popular	children’s	films	and	television	programmes. 	 Lee,	Luke	and	Manola	became	immersed	in	discussing	the	scary	elements	of	Harry	Potter	and	digressed	into	copying	out	reviews	of	the	books.	It	could	be	suggested	that	in	this	instance	the	children	were	operating	at	the	level	of	what	Vygotksy	(1962)	describes	as	‘heaps’,	the	first	stage	in	the	development	of	‘spontaneous	concepts’,	and	were	not	yet	able	to	move	beyond	specific	examples	towards	abstract	generalisations.	Further	scaffolding	involved	the	teacher	in	asking	a	specific	set	of	questions	which	challenged	them	to	identify	elements	of	the	Harry	Potter	stories	according	to	the	criteria	they	had	been	given	and	then	to	widen	their	focus	from	one	text	to	many	so	that	they	began	to	make	generalisations. 	 As	children	became	confident	with	these	generic	elements	they	continued	to	use	them	to	generate	ideas.	For	example,	they	suggested	‘invisibility	cloak’	and	then	also	wrote	down	‘magic	cape.’	Once	they	progressed	to	the	category	of	settings	they	listed	generalised	settings	such	as:	‘old	castle’,	‘graveyard’,	and	‘old	windy	street.’	Furthermore,	once	they	began	to	generate	characters	they	sub-divided	them	into	monsters	(goblins,	vampires,	and	zombies)	and	helpers	and	civilians.	The	children	in	this	group	were	able	to	respond	to	the	task	because	they	were	able	to	draw	on	their	expertise	and	affinity	with	the	Harry	Potter	texts.	However,	this	progression	had	relied	on	the	teacher	providing	further	scaffolding. 


































 Figure	3:	The	rabbit	is	depicted	here	desiring	the	big	wheel	and	freedom. 	 
 Figure	4:	Sadia’s	little	girl	desires	the	rabbit	and	friendship 	All	the	storyboards	above	were	drawn	by	children	for	whom	English	is	an	additional	language.	This	drawn	mode	enabled	the	children	to	articulate	their	rich	understandings	of	narrative	and	their	teacher	to	value	them.	Barrs	(2000)	describes	the	way	in	which	children	use	aspects	of	the	style	and	form	of	texts	to	help	them	in	their	story	writing.	Equally	here	the	children	were	drawing	on	the	particular	semiotic	affordances	of	the	film	text.	In	this	case	the	children	moved	from	being	the	audience	to	being	the	maker	of	text	and	by	doing	so	used	the	text	as	a	scaffold	of	ideas. 	 
5.	Practical	production Following	the	analysis	activities,	the	children	undertook	creative	work,	including	the	production	of	a	short	film	entitled	‘Who’s	at	the	door?’,	a	trailer,	their	own	scary	short	film,	and	promotion	materials.	Interestingly	in	the	children’s	initial	productions	they	abandoned	to	a	large	extent	the	media	language	they	had	been	exploring,	reverting	to	simple	shots	and	needing	considerable	support	to	recognise	the	way	in	which	the	filming	process	enabled	them	to	film	one	sequence	and	then	stop	before	filming	a	second.	Furthermore,	such	was	the	excitement	generated	by	filmmaking	that	the	children	became	immersed	in	socio-dramatic	play	at	times	even	forgetting	that	they	were	filmmaking.	This	first	experience	of	filmmaking	is	commonly	an	opportunity	simply	to	learn	some	technical	skills,	so	it	was	difficult	to	judge	the	extent	to	which	the	children	could	draw	on	their	emerging	understanding	of	film	language	in	this	context. 	 In	the	children’s	second	productions	the	camera	work	became	more	purposeful	and	reflected	more	of	the	emerging	confidence	in	using	the	semiotic	tools	gained	from	undertaking	the	storyboard	activities.	The	children	also	took	the	decision	to	include	visual	representations	of	their	‘monsters’,	something	which	they	were	encouraged	by	the	staff	to	avoid	in	their	first	attempt	on	the	basis	that	the	monster	which	the	audience	have	to	imagine	is	more	scary	than	one	they	can	see.	Great	attention	was	paid	to	the	costume	of	the	monster,	the	setting,	the	positioning	of	the	goodies	in	relation	to	the	baddies	and	the	bodily	gestures	of	the	characters.	Although	some	of	the	decisions	did	not	entirely	translate	in	their	films,	their	intention	could	be	observed	in	their	process	of	production.	Interestingly,	the	children	were	still	in	a	socio-dramatic	play	mode	when	they	created	their	settings,	using	available	items	from	school,	e.g.	chairs	were	put	together	to	create	a	bed.	This	did	not	seem	to	concern	the	children	at	all	but	in	
their	final	films,	these	props	worked	less	well	for	the	viewer.		This	became	noticeable	to	the	children	when	they	watched	their	films	with	an	audience	and	began	to	see	their	texts	from	the	audience’s	perspective.	 	 In	terms	of	scary	elements,	the	children	filmed	footsteps,	doors	opening,	and	screaming	characters	in	close	up.	They	also	began	to	want	to	attempt	shots	that	exceeded	their	technical	knowledge,	for	example	Lee’s	group	wanted	to	know	how	to	create	the	illusion	of	a	ghost	walking	through	a	door.	This	group	were	explicitly	articulating	an	idea	they	had	seen	and	wanted	to	recreate.	By	contrast	Sadia,	Maya	and	Jade	intuitively	used	an	effective	tilt	shot,	moving	from	a	low	to	high	angle	revealing	the	‘monster’	looking	down	at	the	victim’s	body	through	a	glass	door	panel.	In	the	sharing	and	reflecting	activity	the	girls	could	not	remember	how	they	came	to	decide	on	this	shot.	However	when	they	were	editing	and	watching	back	with	peers,	they	recognised	how	effective	it	was.	The	process	of	reflecting	on	their	choices	led	the	teacher	to	point	out	the	type	of	shot	they	had	used,	linking	it	to	the	work	on	Batman	they	had	undertaken.	After	this	dialogue	the	girls	could	more	explicitly	discuss	why	their	audience	had	‘most	liked’	that	shot	and	why	it	was	particularly	dramatic. 	 
Conclusion The	data	from	this	action	research	project	strongly	suggests	that	children	have	rich	repertoires	of	understanding	of	media	language	and	narrative	which	they	can,	if	given	the	appropriate	space	and	encouragement,	apply	to	new	texts	and	their	own	text	productions.	There	is	thus,	a	strong	connection	between	conceptual	understanding	and	cultural	experience.	As	Wells	(2007)	argues,	immersion,	that	is	to	say	reading	of	texts,	does	not	in	itself	facilitate	this	process	and	there	is	an	important	role	for	teachers	to	create	spaces	in	which	children	can	draw	on	their	cultural	experiences	to	formulate	the	systematic	generalisations	which	lead	to	further	conceptual	understandings.	 	 In	terms	of	implications	for	pedagogy	there	are	some	useful	lessons	to	be	learnt.	The	primary	teacher’s	decision	to	focus	on	scary	stories	across	a	range	of	media	forms	was	a	key	decision	which	ensured	that	no	one	media	form	was	privileged	and	that	children	could	draw	holistically	on	their	experiences	of	popular	culture	texts	in	many	forms.	This	enabled	the	children	to	relate	to	tasks	such	as	organizing	their	existing	knowledge	into	given	categories.		As	the	data	also	demonstrates,	a	recursive	and	staged	attention	to	the	meanings	suggested	by	different	modes	was	especially	effective	in	enabling	children	to	be	precise	about	film	language.	This	was	further	augmented	by	the	use	of	probing	questions	which	prompted	the	children	to	pay	attention	to	meaning	and	effect.	Far	from	blandly	valuing	the	children’s	ideas	based	on	popular	culture,	the	teacher	took	an	interrogatory	role,	which	pushed	the	children	to	consider	meaning	and	intention	directly.	By	asking:	Why?	What	does	it	mean?	Why	has	the	filmmaker	chosen	this	shot	or	sound?,	the	children	were	not	simply	observing	film	language	but	more	importantly	drawing	on	their	personal	responses	to	consider	the	range	of	possible	meanings	of	a	text. 	 The	multimodal	approach	adopted,	which	focused	attention	on	the	meaning	created	in	the	different	modes	also	extended	the	development	of	children’s	
understandings	into	an	organisational	structure:	the	elements	texts	are	composed	of;	their	separate	meaning;	and	their	combined	meaning.	This	appeared	to	make	visible	some	of	the	more	elusive	aspects	of	moving	image	texts,	especially	where	the	children	were	given	opportunities	for	extensive	repeat	viewings	and	also	where	they	were	invited	to	express	or	develop	their	ideas	in	a	range	of	forms	(spoken,	written,	drawn,	film	production).	These	pedagogic	strategies	enabled	children	with	diverse	experiences	of	text	to	enter	into	a	shared	dialogue	with	some	very	productive	results. 	 The	activities	promoted	inclusion,	and	valued	the	children’s	cultural	capital	with	greater	equity	than	a	focus	on	print	texts	alone	might	allow.	In	the	week	of	focusing	on	film,	Joe	was	able	to	participate	and	was	motivated	to	do	so,	not	because	he	particularly	enjoyed	scary	films,	(games	were	his	passion)	but	because	he	had	knowledge	which	could	contribute	to	the	dialogue.		Usually	Joe’s	talk	was	deemed	inappropriate	but	here	it	was	of	great	significance	to	one	group’s	emerging	understandings	of	point	of	view	and	distance	in	filmmaking.	Joe	was	therefore	motivated	because	he	had	something	relevant	to	say	and	he	was	intellectually	challenged	by	his	emerging	understanding	of	a	set	of	semiotic	tools	(gestures,	shot	composition).	What	is	more,	his	understanding	also	prompted	others	to	pay	attention	to	the	particular	set	of	signs	he	had	highlighted.	In	this	group,	the	hierarchy	of	learners	shifted	from	the	perception	of	Joe	as	difficult	to	work	with	and	off-	task	to	someone	with	expertise.	His	expertise	was	taken	seriously	because	it	allowed	the	others	in	the	group	to	connect	with	their	own	viewing	experiences.	In	articulating	what	he	observed	he	made	explicit	an	understanding	he	could	then	potentially	use	in	another	context. 	 The	idea	that	children	have	assets	(Robinson	and	Mackey,	2006	),	funds	of	knowledge	(Gonzalez,	2005),	or	narrative	repertoires	(Robinson,	1997)	is	not	new.	However,	it	is	important	to	fully	understand	the	implications	of	ensuring	that	connecting	with	these	experiences	is	not	merely	a	cosmetic	case	of	using	popular	culture	to	persuade	children	to	engage	with	literacy.	It	is	fundamental	that	children	can	draw	on	their	existing	experiences	emerging	from	their	lived	cultures,	in	order	to	progress	to	the	development	of	‘scientific’	concepts	in	their	formal	learning.	The	critical	role	of	pedagogy	and	popular	culture	in	this	process	is	evident.		When	we	consider	how	central	children’s	existing	understandings	are	to	progression	it	becomes	a	pedagogic	imperative	to	enable	them	to	connect	with	and	interrogate	their	experiences	of	popular	culture	and	use	a	range	of	semiotic	modes	in	their	analysis	and	production	of	texts. 
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